Linguistic Prosody and Comprehension of Idioms and Proverbs in Subjects of School Age  by Maltese, Agata et al.
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  69 ( 2012 )  2027 – 2035 
1877-0428 © 2012 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd.
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of Dr. Zafer Bekirogullari of Cognitive – Counselling, Research & Conference 
Services C-crcs.
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2012.12.161 
 
International Conference on Education and Educational Psychology (ICEEPSY 2012) 
Linguistic prosody and comprehension of idioms and proverbs in 
subjects of school age 
 
 
 
 
aDepartment of Psychology, University of Palermo, V.le delle Scienze Edificio 15, 90135, Palermo, Italy” 
Abstract 
 
A crucial component of language is represented by the prosodic system because it provides essential 
elements to speaker about how a sentence should be interpreted or intended (Fodor, 2002). Increasing interest 
from researchers also relates to the understanding of figurative language (Levorato, & Cacciari, 2002). In the figures 
of speech that the speaker wants the listener intends something more or different than what is explicitly stated 
(Glucksberg, 2001)..  
In particular, prosodic intonation is crucial in the resolution of syntactic ambiguity and structural features that 
constitute the complex messages, such as idioms and proverbs.  
A crucial component of language, therefore, is represented by the prosodic system because it provides essential 
elements to talking about how a sentence should be interpreted or understood . The ability to relate to metalinguistic 
understanding the cognitive processes that allow you to reflect on language and manipulate its characteristics. These 
capabilities are essential to recognize and resolve the ambiguities of a complex message, you can control and plan 
the way we produce and understand language (Levorato, 2007).  
The study demonstrates that an understanding prosodic correlates with the understanding of idioms and proverbs, 
which are crucial for the achievement of metalinguistic awareness,  are influenced by the level of schooling and 
socio-cultural. 
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1. Introduction 
 
The most recent studies attribute a crucial role in understanding the prosodic component of the verbal message . 
Speech processing in natural contexts involves the perception and integration of both segmental (i.e., phonological) 
and supra segmental information.  
The supra segmenatal information, or prosody, serves to cue emotional states (emotional prosody) and language 
structure (linguistic prosody). The latter includes information on sentence type (questions vs. statements), the 
occurrence of phrasal units within sentences and the likely boundaries of words within phrases. As such, prosodic 
information shapes how the linguistic information carried by sentences is parsed and interpreted. Furthermore, it can 
serve as the basis for processing unfamiliar units. For example, the stress patterns of the words habeus corpus, when 
spoken, suggest two words are present rather than some other number. This provides a rough idea of the units of 
meaning that are likely to be attached to these elements (Milotte, 2007). 
The analysis of the literature shows that prosody is a robust linguistic phenomenon. Prosodic information is 
redundantly distributed over a broad range of the acoustic speech spectrum (Levorato, 2008)and adults are able to 
identify information carried through virtually any segment of the speech spectrum (Florit, 2008). Furthermore, 
physiologic data suggests that speech prosody is used to disambiguate meaning when the words of a sentence alone 
do not signal how the phrases should be parsed.  When learners are in the process of acquiring language, prosodic 
cues are even more important. 
Infants show evidence of speech preferences that appear to reflect prosodic information shortly after birth . 
Infants are capable of using this information to segment individual words from running speech at seven and a half 
months of age  although they do not appear to use prosodic cues preferentially until somewhat later. By nine 
months, American infants show a clear bias towards the trochaic stress pattern that characterizes spoken English  
and this information takes precedence over segmental information as a cue to word boundaries . Although prosody 
alone is an imperfect cue to syntactic structure, there is evidence that infants at nine months are sensitive to the 
prosodic structure of sentences that they have heard (Levorato, 1988). Moreover, infants at this age can are sensitive 
to the specific prosodic structure of phrases they hear and show evidence of abstracting the underlying structure, 
allowing for generalization Glucksberg, & Keysar (1990). Thus there is evidence that very young children are not 
only sensitive to prosodic information, but are capable of using this information to evaluate new input. 
Increasing interest among researchers concerns, in fact, the understanding of figurative language.  Metaphor is at 
the nexus of mind and language. Since the time of Aristotle, scholars from many disciplines have struggled to define 
metaphor and understand its functions in language, thought, and culture. The late 20th century has witnessed an 
explosion in the study of metaphor, especially within cognitive science, where linguists, philosophers, and 
psychologists have offered a variety of proposals on metaphorical thought and language (Amanzio, 2008). Many of 
these theories aim to firmly establish metaphor as a ubiquitous part of both ordinary language and everyday 
cognition, contrary to the traditional view that metaphor is an ornamental aspect of speech and thought. Cognitive 
linguistic perspectives on metaphor have had an enormous, but still controversial, influence on the study of 
metaphor in many fields as scholars seek out the myriad ways that metaphor shapes human thought, as evident in the 
ways people speak about the world and their experiences. Contemporary research within cognitive linguistics even 
suggests that metaphor has its foundation in neural and bodily processes, and is not, as the traditional view argues, 
primarily a specific linguistic device (Amanzio, 2008). 
Early cognitive linguistic analyses suggested that there are two kinds of metaphors (Levorato, 1988).metaphors 
provide a means of structuring one concept in terms of another. These metaphorical mappings give rise to a 
multidimensional gestalt: so that we are not dealing with an unspecified means of experiential information, but a 
‘‘structured whole’’ (Glucksberg, & Keysar, 1990). Orientational metaphors, on the other hand, are cases in which a 
metaphorical concept organizes a whole system of concepts with respect to one another, especially in terms of 
understanding experience in terms of objects, actions as substances, and states as containers. More recent analyses 
talk of orientational metaphors as being ‘‘primary,’’ because of the image-schematic nature of the source domain 
Glucksberg, & Keysar,  (1990). 
The figurative competence consists of a number of different skills including the ability to understand the 
various meanings of a word and identify the primary meaning and the ability to use contextual information 
to achieve a comprehensive and coherent semantic representation. In fact, the correct interpretation of figurative 
involves the activation of processes of inference that enable you to disambiguate 
the inconsistency underlying metalinguistic skills that can be well controlled with the effect of schooling. Younger 
children,  exhibit a cognitive rigidity that does not allow them to go beyond the mere literal meaning (Glucksberg, & 
Keysar, 1990). 
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In other terms, in figures of speech that the speaker wants the listener intends something more or different than 
what is explicitly stated. Examples are the metaphorical expressions (Anna is a pearl), and idioms (be mute like a 
fish,  take the bull by the horns) The topic of idiomaticity has always been of interest to metaphor scholars, in fact 
The cognitive linguistic perspective on idioms has served as the basis for a large body of work in experimental 
psycholinguistics that demonstrates how conceptual metaphors serve as partial motivation for how people learn, 
produce, and understand many idioms. Thus, people appear to use their tacit knowledge of conceptual metaphors as 
underlying motivations for why various idioms have the figurative meanings they do, but also may recruit 
conceptual metaphors during their immediate processing of some idioms. Furthermore, A relevance theory view of 
idiom processing assumes that idioms are processed just like any other linguistic expression where listeners seek to 
find optimally relevant interpretations following a path of least effort (Forceille, 2008).  
The analysis of the processes involved in the recognition and resolution of ambiguity in a complex message 
focuses on the ability to control and plan the production and comprehension of verbal language, in particular aspects 
of figurative language, used daily in the socio-educational exchanges. idiomatic expressions are considered different 
from the literal language, especially because their meaning is not the 'whole of a composition of the meanings of the 
parts of speech (Cain, Oakhill, 2007), but the significance is assigned to the string idiomatic as a whole. In this 
perspective, the meanings of idioms are therefore conventionally assigned a set of words that have lost their 
individual meaning and their syntactic features ( Levorato &Cacciari, 1992). The figurative competence is the result 
of a construction which proceeds slowly and gradually over the course of language development. From examination 
of the literature shows that up to now studies on the analysis of linguistic prosody and comprehension of idioms and 
proverbs have been conducted but this paper aims to investigate the relationship between these two components in 
children of school age, belonging to two distinct socio-cultural levels. 
 
 
 
2. Objectives 
 
Based on these theoretical considerations, we investigated  the relationship between linguistic prosody and 
comprehension of idioms and proverbs in subjects aged children of different socio-cultural contexts In particular, the 
purpose of this study was to test the effect of schooling and socio-cultural level in the comprehension 
linguistic prosody and comprehension of idioms and proverbs.  
 
3. Method 
 
3.1. Participants 
 
    Participated in study 160 subjects with normal language skills divided into two age groups: 80 
children attending first grade (mean age 6 years and 3 months; range 6;3 – 7;2) and 80 children attending the third 
grade (mean age 8 years and 4 months; range 8;3 – 9;1)  allocated equally to the socio-cultural level (average high 
and low average). The criteria for inclusion are to have had enough of the performance tests of nonverbal 
intelligence and CPM tests (Coloured Progressive Matrices ),  ( Raven, 1996)   of language comprehension and 
production BVLB (Battery for the Assessment of language in children aged 4 to 12 years) (Marini, 2010).  
 
 
 
3.2. Materials and procedure 
 
All subjects was administered the test of linguistic prosodic comprehension and idioms and proverbs 
comprehension , specially constructed and exactly two sub-tests that are part BVLB (Battery for the Assessment of 
language in children), (Marini 2010).  
Each subject was individually, in an environment away from those distractors from interfering with the 
presentation of the test. In tests of linguistic prosody, delivery was to explain to the child who would listen to the 
sentences previously recorded, using audio and should indicate if they were questions, order statements Figure 1. In 
tests of idioms and proverbs, the delivery was to read the sentences and ask the child to indicate three possible 
meanings of what they consider most appropriate Figure 2.  
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Some sample items from the extrapolated sub tests of understanding of Linguistic Prosody and 
Comprehension of idioms and proverbs . Battery for the Assessment of language in children aged 4 to 12 
years (Marini, 2010).  
 
 
 
Figure 1 
 
 
UNDERSTANDING THE LINGUISTIC PROSODY 
 
The procedure is:  
 
Now hear the words and I say if you are: 
 
questions 
 
commands 
 
assertions 
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Figure 2 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4. Results  
 
The results suggest an improvement in performance in either sub-tests, with increasing age (Figure 3 and Figure 
4), in particular, the data show in the first grade as the children get good performance only to the 
sub test understanding of linguistic prosody rather, in the third grade will have more good performance in either sub-
tests, this result shows an improvement in relation to the level of schooling and socio-cultural level. 
The results indicate that the mean scores of linguistic prosody comprehension and understanding of idioms and 
proverbs, grow according to age (both p <0.001). In particular, in the first grade was obtained a positive correlation 
of only (r = 0.16), while in the third grade, was obtained a positive correlation (r = 0.22). Regarding the correlations 
between total scores of the two scales, taking away the effect of age and socio-cultural context, we obtained a value 
r = 0.23 (p <0.01). I dati confermano la relazione tra componente prosodica del linguaggio e la comprensione di 
modi di dire e proverbi.   
Subjects belonging to an medium high socio-cultural level are accustomed to receiving complex messages and 
processed the interpretation of meaning involves the activation of inferential processes required to construct a 
"mental mapping". 
Metaphor is not merely a figure of speech, but a specific mental mapping and a form of neural coactivation that 
influences a good deal of how people think, reason, and imagine in everyday life (Lakoff, in press; Lakoff and 
 
COMPREHENSION OF IDIOMS AND PROVERBS  
 
Now I will read the sentences and ask you to tell me what they mean. To help 
you read three possible meanings and you must choose the one that you think is 
right. " 
Here we go. 
ANSWER 
What does it mean "to be dumb as a fish"?( 0 1 2 3 ( 1. Being dumb as a fish, 2. Speak 
little, 3. Do not say anything) 
 
What does "Take the bull by the horns"?( 0 1 2 3) (1. Tackling a problem, 2. Grabbing 
a bull; 3. Be scared) 
 
What do you mean "get lost in a glass of water"? (0 1 2 3) (1. Do not know how to face 
a little difficulty, 2. Do not know how to swim 3. to have a very large glass) 
 
What does "Take a crab"? (0 1 2 3) (1. Err; 2. Take a crab with your hands 3. Go to 
the sea) 
 
What does it mean to "be a hard nut to crack"? (0 1 2 3) (1. Be a difficult person to 
talk 2. Be thin, 3. Eat a tough steak) 
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Johnson, 1999). Verbal metaphors do not only exist as ornamental, communicative devices to talk about topics that 
are inherently difficult to describe in literal terms.  
Instead, verbal metaphors, including conventional expressions based on metaphor, reflect underlying conceptual 
mappings in which people metaphorically conceptualize vague, abstract domains of knowledge (e.g., time, 
causation, spatial orientation, ideas, emotions, concepts of understanding) in terms of more specific, familiar, and 
concrete knowledge (e.g., embodied experiences).  
 
 
 
 
Figure 3 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
UNDERSTANDING THE LINGUISTIC PROSODY 
First-Graders 
Chlidren The Third 
Grade Children 
Medium - low socio cultural level 
 
Medium -  high socio cultural level 
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Figure 4 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5. Discussion  
 
As part of this research include considerations of prosodic aspects that covering more than phone segments, are 
closely linked to factors studied by other disciplines such as psycholinguistics and psychology of language 
(Amanzio, 2008). The prosody is a linguistic phenomenon investigated by science only in recent years because they 
are difficult to study for many reasons. The first is certainly the fact that all the physical variables that determine the 
time (the time and intensity for the rhythm, the frequency for the intonation) are arranged along a continuum not 
segmented, as it is, thanks to the writing, in the case segmental traits, such as phonology, morphology, vocabulary 
and, in part, syntax (Levorato & Cacciari, 2002). 
A segment intonational prosody detached from its context is totally devoid of meaning and function, because the 
values that determine the prosody, the intonation and therefore, are always all totally relevant, measurable and 
interpretable only in relation to what precedes and what followed inside the 'prosodic units considered. Thus, a 
segment of the vowel itself, which we can measure the height, duration and intensity (as well as the stamp), we can 
not say whether linguistically acute or severe, long or short, strong or weak (Lundgren, 2006). Research on 
idiomaticity in cognitive linguistics and relevance theory are motivated by different concerns. linguistic theory aims 
to explain why certain idioms come into being and typically convey some of the metaphorical meanings they do, 
while relevance theory provides more details on the specific cognitive effort and effects involved with 
understanding idioms and their variants. We see no reason why aspects of both approaches cannot be readily 
combined to determine the conceptual and communicative forces behind the creation and use of idioms, why idioms 
Medium - low socio cultural level 
 
 
 
Medium - high socio cultural level 
First-Graders 
Chlidren The Third 
Grade Children 
COMPREHENSION OF IDIOMS AND PROVERBS 
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have the specific lexical and syntactic properties they do, and how the specific pragmatic meanings of idioms are 
communicated in context.  
The study presented emphasizes strategies that help solve the ambiguity of the messages (Maltese, 2012) . 
Disambiguation to take part and suprasegmental linguistic elements but also the situational context and reference. 
The literature on ambiguity and disambiguation is very wide and has invested in various fields for decades, with 
studies largely interdisciplinary (Levorato & Cacciari, 2002).. 
Relevance theory suggests that metaphor acquisition is best understood in terms of a child’s developing theory of 
mind and metarepresentational abilities. Thus field of study particularly relevant for research on learning disabilities 
and autism. For example, people who have a theory-of-mind impairment, most notably autistic people, cannot 
communicate in normal ways because they cannot take into account speakers’ intentions. Although autistic 
individuals may be able to use language as a code, this form of communication cannot be compared to the degree of 
creativity that normal interlocutors put to use even in very ordinary interchanges, not to mention in figurative uses of 
language. 
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